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ABSTRACT

The report detdiis the resuits of the tirst phase of a iarge scale research
study investigating discipline and the effects of discipline in a large Southern texas
oil refinery. The Fitty seven interviews were conducted with aourly maintence and
operation cinployees. Based on thesc embloyees' descriptions of the dscipline
process and how it works, a preliminary model was develcped. Variibies associated
with the employee, the disciplinary agent, the situaticn, and the refinery complex

(or system) were specitied as potentially influencing the disciplinary process.




Witie the sse ot punishrent or threat of punishonont 1s peraaps 2 relatively
conuuon phenoiiienon in organizational and industrial scttings, the topic o puiishi-
ment or discipline has received essentially no research cttention riom orgail -
tional researchers. Although research in other applied settings has revealod that
punistunent is etfective in reducing or elimiraiing undesir.ble betavior, orgai: oo-
tional behaviorists ana behaviorists have focuscd ahnost entirdy ¢n "posiunne”
reward systems for moditying and changing einployce behavior (Kaomacht, Barwick,
and Scott, 1978; Pedalino and Gainboa, 1974; Stephens and Borroughs, 1978).

Earlier, Arvey (1980) identified somie of the bclicets about the effects of
punishinent, outlined some variables which raight potentially influence the ef-
tectiveness of punishment/discipline in organizational settings, and spccified some
research designs which coud be used to study discipline.

The present research project has been funded by ONR in ordcr o leurn inore
about discipline and the eiffectiveness of discipline in organizauu..i’ settings. The
study is being conducted in « major Southern Texas oil refinery corapien. Hourly
workers (predominantly inale) who are classified as either n operatons or
maintenance positions are participating in the study.

The present report documents the findings of the first rescarch phose of our
resear ch investigating the use of discipline in organizational settings.

Qur objective in this first phase was to learn as inuch as we could about the
disciplinary process and how it works in & mmajor Southern Texas oil conipany. Thus

report details:

1) the type of methodology we cinployed in this {trst phase - spesifically,

the interview format.

2) the sampling plan used to obtain our subj-cts.




3) the developnent of a preliminary model of tie discipline process based on

the information collected.

Phase | Research

Initially, we felt that we could use a critical incident iiethodolygy 1n which
employees would be asked to relate specific instances in which they feit punished
or disciplined.

One way to obtain critical incidents would be to have job incuinbents write
out responses to a set of instructions or questions regarding a specific dis=iplingry
event. Another way to obtain this informiation would be through the use oi
structured inter views.

Some of the advantages of the interview nethod over an essay method of
data collection are: less skill is required on the part of the interviewee (interviews
do not require legible handwriting or good grammer, {or example), ihore flexibiiity
(an interview procedure can be changed at any tine, oven in mid-inic view),
interview data is sometimes more "rich" und detailed than essay data, and finally,
conducting inter views can convey empathy and build rapport with plant employces.

The interview also has disadvantages, however, including problcius in arcus
of: (a) efficiency—interviews require a lot of time and are costly, ) validity--
intervicwers can bias responses in a number of ways, and interviewces may alter
reality if they feel it is to their advantage to do so, end () case of analysis--
nterview data is difticuit to code and quantity. Despite these disadvantages, it was
felt that the exploratory nature of the first phase of the project demanded that
certain advantages ot the interview (chiefly, its flexibility and the "richress” of the
uata it provides) be given substantial weight in the decision as to which technique

to use, thus, the interview was utilized to colliect the critical incidents.




The mterview consisted of threc major comnponents. The tirst compenent
was the introduction in which the rationale {or the study was given, along with a
pledge of confidentiality of information. Also, the emnployecs were asked to read
and sign an inforined consent form during this part of the interview. The second
part of the .nferview tocused on obtaining specitic incidents ot discipline {rom the
ciployees. The oriziial goal of this sccond section of the interview was to clicit
incicents whicn retlected either a "tair" or "untair” situaiion, [n addition to
reLiecting an incdent which occurred to the employee hinfherself or soie othier
cinployee. Thus, tic intent was W obtain incidents according to ihe following

design:

Self Other

Unfalr

In this part of the intervicw cinployces were instructed us foilows:

Flease tiink of a tinie during your employement with Shell when
someone you know fyou) was (were) disciplined fairly (unfairly).
Maybe the poss or another worker got on their (your) case or yelled at
thein (you), or maybe the super visor or foreman wrote someone (you)
up, and went through formal procedures for disciplining an cmployee.
when you have thought of this event, please tell me about it. Tell me
what led up to the event, what the people involved swd and did, what
the discipline was, and how you felt about it.

For each incident given by the employee, a number of follow-up questions were




asked it the interviewee did not initially provide the intoination sosghi. Fxamples
of these tollow-up questions include, "How did you fecl about the disdiplinary
agent?, "What happened to employee morale after the incident?", "when did the
discipline occur?”, "Was the action taken appropriate?”, and "ijow could the

sttuation have been handled better?",

The last section of the interview dealt with the interviewcee's peroeptions

s

and feelings about the disaplinary systern in general. Exarnples of yuestions wshed
during this part of the interview include, "In generad, how do you fecl apout the
discipline system?", "How could the system be improved?, and "It an e aployee

a0

feels he/she has been treated untairly, what can he/sle do ubout it

Subjects

Atter developing the interview format, the next step in this phase of the
project was the random selection of 100 employees from the total plunt population
ot around 2,500, Before any employees were selected, the total employee poula-
tion was dlassified nto various groups on the basis of iive charactenstics: sex,
tenure, race, position (operations vs. maintence work) and location (clemical plont
vs. refinery). A proportionate numnber of employecs was then randoimiy sciected
troin within each of these cells in order to obtain o representative sanple of the '
various employee factions that make up the Deer Park coinplex. |

After the sample was selected, the cmployees chosen by this process were
sent a ietter explaining the project and then contacted by telephone by a member
of tre rescarch team and asked to participate in the study. All interviews were
arranged to coincide with the end of an cinployee's shift and Shell pad the
einployees overtime tor their particapation in the project.

Of the 95 employees contacted during this phase of the project, {8 did not

appear tor their scheduled interview, 20 declined to be interviewed, and 37 wer»



aterviewed. Six ditterent interviewers, ol riembers of  the rescarch teara,
conducted the interviews. The interviews ranged from 15 minutes to an hour ond a
aait inlength, with the average interviow lasting about 45 niinutes,

Midway through this phase of the project, a meeting of the interviewers was
feid atd two probleras were discussed:  first, employees were havirg trouble
producing tour incidents that fit into the 2 X 2 table (self-other, fair-unfuir), und
second, the cmployees were often unable to articulate much detail concerning the
specitic incidents. As a result of these problems, more emphasis was placed on
cliciting general thernes concerning the disciplinary systern rather than specific
incaidents, A "theme" is essentially a more abstract and generalized statement
about the «disciplinary system associated with an individual work group, or
department. For example, one of the mgajor themes running through many, if not
1iost, oi the interviews was that the employee's supervisor was inconsistent in the
way he/she administered discipline.

Alter reviewing the data trom the 57 interviews, it becaie apparent that
sundlar themes were revedled in inany of the interviews and that the information
peing cullected was redundant. A cecision was made to stop interviewing em-
ployees and begin work on the second phase of the project, developing an
ustruinent to «ssess disciplinary procedures in organizations. This is where the
project currently stunds.

The incidents and themes unearthed in the first phase of this study are
reviewed in the next section. 'he results are or ganized and discussed in the context
of a model of discipline behavior which was developed on the basis of the data

obtained in the inierviews.




Ths nudel of aisapline behavior, as shown in Figure 1, indicates the testors,
and tne refatonstups petween the tactors, which were suggested as determinants of
alsaipline behavior. A oriel description of thus riodel follows,

Initially, an e ployee exhibits a pardcudar behavior. The disciplinary agent
(whether he/she be a supervisor or a4 co-wcrker) holus sorile perception of what
happened (what the behavior and the surrounding circumstances were) and of why
the behavior occurred; that is, he/she makes a causal attribution (Green ond
Mitcnheil, 1979 A logical hypothesis is that the more the agent attributes the
penavior to jactors internal to the employee (such as intention 1o violate the rule),
the more likely he/she is to take disciplinary action ¢nd the more scvere that
action s likely 1o be. If the agent attributes the cause of the behavior to external
tactors (turdine.s due to car trouble, for example), he/she might be less likely to
disapline the cinplosee, and wnore ithely to inipose amaild penalty than a severe one
if any discipitnary action is taken. Both the causal attriputions and the more encem
gpassing overadl pereeptions of the situation are influenced by system factors,
disaplinary agent tactors, cemmployee factors, and site:ationd factors. Each of these
fuctors wiil be expluined 1n greater detal below, aleng with relevant data obtained
trom the inter views.,

The disuplinary agent’s peraeption of the exhibited behavior forms the basis
ot a decision~making process which involves three steps: (1) a decision about
whether the behavior was a rule infruction; (2) if so, a decision about whether some
sort of discipline-related action should be taken; (3) if action is to be taken, a
decision about what the uction should be, The action {or lack of action) which
results fromn this decision process impacts the employee's perceptions concerning

the consequences, as well as influencing other co-workers' perceptions and feclings.




The cinployee's peraeptions are wso influenced as a result of an exchange prooess
with other employees (i.e., communmcating and sharing with others one's teelings
about ang reaction to o disciplinary imeasure). Future employee behaviors and
feelings are determined by several tactors: (u) the consequence of a rue infracton
(i.e., the disdpline), (b} how hefshe feels about the discipline, and (c) how other
employees react to the discipline.

The perceptions, teelings, and behaviors of the individual employee and co-
werkers which result trom disciplinary action fced back to management and
intluence management's peroeption of the effectiveness of the disciplinary system.
If the systemn appears to be ineftective (or could be more effective with

modifications), system factors can be changed.

INFORMATION DERIVED FROM INTERVIEWS

Tie aata generated by cmployees concerning the disciplinary systemn was
extrenmely rich and revedling, As mentioned carlier, they revealed that the
discipiinary action received oy employees depended on several factors. We will
discuss these factors in the context of the model presented earlier.

Systemn Factors

Lniployees indicated that there exist several systemn factors of almost a
structural nature which influence the level and kind of discipline received. These
included the tollowing:

I. Type of work. Some employees indicated that there were considerable

differences in disciplinary action depending on whether an employee was

working in operations as opposed to maintenance.

2. Organizational type. Employees reported that disciplinary practices

varied depending on whether individuais were eraployed in the refinery or

chemical plant division of the complex.




. wnpantaationel policies, Qovious tactors whach influence tee jevel and

Dype o disapline received are the lonmal rues and regulations whica

spedcily the vartous Rinds ot pencltles that niay be assessed for partiaul

rdeinfracuons.

Thoe three system factors cutliinzdg above we more-or-less tormad, strectira
aspects of the organization. in addition to these, cnployees revealed several
miormal systein fuctors which influence discpline.

These informal svstern tactors are percepuons of the systein and it
cperations, and are analogous to coinponents of organizational dimate. The factors
mentioned by inter viewees included the tollowing:

l. Reward-disciiine orientation. There weie comments by eirpioyees that

the organization was oriented ore toward taking disciplinary actien for
undesiraolc behaviors than toward rewarding employces for exhibiting
desiraple pehaviors.

2. Degree of leniency/striciness. During the course of the intcrviews,

wiiployees indicated that wihdle there was a high frequency of minor rule
intractions by cinployces (.. reading on the job, taking "cat" naps, etc.),
e conipany was generally lenient in ity applications of disdplirc.l Thus,
while there apparently is o high base rate of irdractions for certain rudles,
thicre is a low base for the attua application of forinal discipline.

3. Top .unanasiements's 1nood. The leniency/strictness factor mentioned

above, though consistently tending toward leniency, varies scmewhat over
time s a function of top management's mood or attitude. On vccasion,
manageinent "cracks down" on rule violaiors, and the prevailing mood
becomes one of strict enforcement of rues and regulations. However, this
strictness g-adually cimirushes until the previous level of enforcement is

again reached.




Disciplinar y Apent Eators 5

[

Srployees at the cotuplex mentioned that the level and kind of discipline
recetved soinctiines depended on tactors associated with the partcuwar forcnan of

super visor viewing the rde intraction. These fectors included the tollowing:

l. Ruce, While race ot the supervisor wus suid to be a factor (particdarly i
Lteraction with the race ot subordinates), no consistent relationsiup was
developeu in the interviews. However, race of the disaplinary agent 15 a
tactor which cowd indeed intluence the disapline applied to suborcinates.

2. Sex of agzent. Like race, sex of supervisor was indicated as a {actor
intluencing the discipline applied. Most commonly, female employees re-

purted ditferential discipline petween male and female employees, and

occassionally attributed this difterence to the sex of the supervisor.
3. Age of agent. Differeices in the applicatcn oi discipline by o der and

younger supervisors was noted by interviewees, However, this facter rnay be

confounded with management style and tenure with the organization. For
exarnple, refercnces to age were generally found in cornjunction with 7
references to a more strict "by-the-book" style of discipline held by older X
super visors who have been with the comnpany longar. This is in contrast to a
inore lalsse z-faire and lenient attitude of younger and/or newer super visors.
In adaition, more lenient discipline was perceived by employees as resulting
tromn @ more apathetic attitude of older furemen/super visors who were near ]
retireinent, and no longer concerned about future consequences of their

wcerk behavior, |

4. Religious beliefs. Soine einployees cited incidents involving supervisors

who weure highly religious and whose disciplinary behavior reflected this x

moral structure. For example, one feriale employee who did 15t live

accorcing to the moral code of her supervisor claimed the discipline she i
recerved tromn this particular supervisor was unwarranted. l
i
I




% Managenient style. Ditterences were noted in twe discipline behavior of
toremen wiw dosely super vised tieir subordinates (engaged in "birddogging”)
< tose who allowed their subordinates to work more independently, The
tormer were said w be more likely to take disuplinary acton thani were the
fatter.

‘.

6. Positiea/staius os @ regular or hourly (substitute) foreman. There ar

two, possibly interacung, components of this factor. Hourly foremnen were
sald 10 be suricter aisciplinarians than regular stalt foremen; intervicwces
believed this was due to the hourly foremen's attenpts to "make points"
with nanagesient in order to move up in the organization. The sccond
componeit ineint oned, which influences employee feelings about disciplinary
action, is tnat subordinates iack respect for houriy foremen; it sceins likely

that this tay ve arcsdt of tne first component,

wmpleye - Factors

En.pioyees indicated that there were several factors associated with the
employees fhenselves which influenced the discipline received. These factors
retiected both persenal characteristics and past work record (unofficial as well as
otticial) ot the einployee who exhibited the rue infraction,

l. Race. Two cgposing themes were revealed. Wiite cinployees gererally

indicated that minority employces were both less likely to be disciplined and
more likely to receive lenient discipline than white cinployees cominitting
the same infraction; they believed this was due 1o the company's being
caretul to avoid discrimination claims and associated legal action.
Lmployees of minority races, however, indicated that white einployees

were less likely to be disciplined and more likely to receive lenient

discipline than were mirorities due to the biases of the agent.

TPy




dooodex ot the_vinployee. Again, Two opposing views woere revealed. Soine
teindge intervicwees dainied that male supervisors were more likely to tak :
discipiliary action and took more severe activn da:ainst femmde enployees
than aganst mae employees; they believed thus waes due to the super visor's
w1, against woraen. Male employees, on the other hand, cenerally indicated
that females were less likely to be disciplined and more likely to receive
fess severe discipline than men due to company atiempts to avold discritni-
nation charges.

3. Age. Some interviewees indicated that younger cmployees were more
likely to be disciplined and to be disciplined more severly than older
cinpleyees.

4. Ability/skiil. Indications were that better skilled emnployees wecre less
likely 1o be disciplined and inore likely to recceive miider discipline than less
skilled einployees,

5. Work record. An employee's official and unofficial work record was said
to ve a primary determinant ot whether and how he/she was disciplined.
iztnployees have an offiaal record which is maintained in their files. In
addiuon, sapervisors have unofficial perceptions of an einployee's work
history. Ofticial elemeints include:

a. Vardiness/attendance record. Employees whose offical records indi-

cate fewer occurrences of absenteeism and tardiness (particularly if
those few are excusable) are less likely than others to be disciplined
and more likely than others to receive milder discipline.

p. Length of employment with departinent and /or organization.

Interviewees indicated that more-recently-hired employees were more
likely to be disciplined than are employees who have been with the

department or organization for longer periods of time.




v Dapline distory. Employees with recoras indicating inore freqguent

disciplinary acuons in the past, are inore likely te receive dsapline
when o rule intraction is perwaeived than individuals with fewer past
disaplinary actions.

d. worx per:orn_ance. The quality and quantity of the work done by an
cmployee and the frequency with which he/she makes errors are

clernents contributing to a disciplinary agent's decision to discipline or

.

not. Highly effective employees are less likely to be disciplined.
Other elerients which are perhaps part of the official work record which
infiuence the agent's perceptions are such things as:

a. Degree of covoperation. This involves the agent's beliefs as to i

whether the empioyec works with or against the company, manage- '
ment, and co-workers. b

b. yMotivation to perforin. This elernent involves the agent's

perception, based on employee comments and actions, as to whether or
not an eruployee ts motivated to work hard and do a good job.

¢o Attitude. Tius cleinent may be related to motivation; that is, an
employee’s otivation may pe assessed via agent perceptions of the
atttude one appears 10 have towards one's job, co-workers, and the
organization.

We assune that a disciplinary agent somehow attaches weights to each of
these elements to forin a4 composite index by vhich he/she decides whether and
how to discipline an employce.

The disciplinary agent and employee factors discussed above are rclatively
stable; that is, they are not likely to change greatly with time. There arc, however,
some variible agent and employee factors which will influence the expression of

the tixe.' tactors. These are randomn fluctuations in the condition of the agent




and/or craplojee (phystcal andfor ernotiondl stutes, tor example). Anindividual who
is ill or who has recently had an argumnent inay not exhibit his typical high-quality

work or cooperativeness; the sane applies to disciplinary agents,

Situativnal Factors

Situational tactors are not necessarily related to the individuals involved,
nor to the organizaton, in general. They usually are specific to the particular job
or task, or to tie environment at the time the behavior and/or disciplinary action
occr. Exanples of situational factors collected during the interviews were as
follows:

l. Severity ol rule infraction, Interviewees were almost unaninous in scating

that severity of penalties/discipline should parallel the severity of the rule
infraction. Employees described incidents in which severity of the rule
infraction was influential in determining the severity of the penalty to be
assessed. In tiese cases, disciplinary action more dosely paralleled the
severity of rule infraction.

2. The unportance of the task/job. The notion that, the nature of the job or

task on which an employee was working was a factor influencing the nature
ot discipline received, emerged from several interviews. Some jobs and tasks
are inore critical or important than others because of possible impact on the
satety ot others or oneself and/or arc more vital to the organization's
product. The incidents reflected the concept that rule infractions commit-
ted by employees performing thesc critical tasks were dealt with more
strictly than those of individuals working in less critical jobs, given the same
rule infraction.

3. Severity of consequences of rule infraction. Aninfraction which results in

a lost ite was said to be deserving of more severe disciplinary action than




one in which @y employee receives only a ninor injury. .

4, Presence of aosence of other people. Interviewees indicated that the

presence of others would both decrease and increase the likelihood of one's

being disciplined, depending on who the other person(s) was (were). The

presence of a union representative decreased the likelihood and severity of

disciplinary action. The presence of co-worxers in one situation increased
the chances that a supervisor/disciplinary agent would stand by his initial
statement and go ahead with discipline of an employee. In another instance,
an emnployee stated that the reason a supervisor backed down and changed
his mind apout disciplining him was bucause no other people were present
trus the agent did not feel pressured to follow through with his initial threat

of discipline.

|
|
L

5. Job pressure. [n situations where an unployee might be working under J

time pressure (e.g. to repair a malfunctioning machine which is holding up
the whole plant operation), employees reported that the disciplinary proce-

dures arc perhaps more lenient.

Kinds of Discipline

In addition to the ediating factors above, information was also obtained
from interviewees about the kinds of discipline applied. Those mentioned are
outlined below.

l. Vigilance. In this case, disciplinary action takes the form of duse

ronitoring of an employee's activities at work.

2. Pressure to conform. This form of discipline seerned to be more often

used by co-workers than super visors. Incidents were cited in which employ-
ees who worked harder than the norm set by other employees were pressured

to cut back and not "show up" their co-workers. This pressure was effected

-
*
i
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through coininents and ostracisii.

3. Holding an emplovee osack. This refers to action taken to prevent an

employee's making upward progress within a department or the organization.
4. Warnings. This action was found to be common at the comnplex. Warnings
given to employees were oral and/or written; they simply conveyed the
message that the employee would be disciplined (presumably more severely)
if certain undesirable behaviors continued to occur,

5. Suspension. This involves an employee being told to not report to work for
a certain period of time, for which he goes without pay, This action was also
found to be commonly used at the complex.

6. Demotion. One employee cited an incident in which he was transferred
from a crane operator's position to a truck driver's position, and was
required to take a corresponding cut in pay.

7. Assignment of 'mpleasant work. Employees described incidents in which

einployees were temporarily assigned to work in a "bull gang" as a result of
ruie intractions. According to interviewees, the bull gang performs miscel-
laneous jobs usually involving hard labor.

8. Dismissal. This action, of course, involves the employee's Josing his/her
job. This disciplinary action was taken against two employees involved in a
tight in which one man stabbed another man. An employee was also
dismissed for punching another employee on company premises; this action
was subsequently reversed by the organization who decided to suspend the
einployee instead.

Thus a fairly wide range of types and kinds of disciplinary action was found

to be in use at the complex.




While the interview residts and the specfications of a model have been
usetul, this work needs to be followed up with more precise rmieasurcment
techniques to verify and test the suggested model. Our current work effort involves
the developinent of an extensive questionnaire to be administered to all hourly
einployees (N~ 2500) and tieir immediate supervisors regarding their perceptions
of discipline and the disciplinary process. We will attempt to pinpoint how the
uisciplinary process occurs and to determine the impact of discipline on morale,

satisfaction, and undesirable behaviors. In addition, we will cxamnine the effects of

discipline as it impacts the work group as well as the individual employee. We
suspect that tie role discipline piays in organizational settings may be particularly

important for co-workers and work grougs as a "signaling” or "cue" device.
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NOTES

L. This is not for absenteeism and tardiness. Employees reported the company

as being very strictinits application of discipline with employees who arc late/absent.
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